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Controversial exegesis
Aspects and backgrounds of the hermeneutical
controversy with regard to Old Testament exegesis n the
Netherlands.
A contribution to the discussion.
Summary*
The present work is a study in method, more specifically the exegeti-
cal method used in what is known in the Netherlands as the 'Amster-
dam tradition' and in related 'style- and structure-analytical' approa-
ches. The study presents the results of many years of reflection on
the problem of Old Testament exegesis. The author, schooled in the
traditional historical-critical approach, considers other approaches
such as the Amsterdam tradition important and worthwhile studying
more closely. His personal contacts since the sixties with the profes-
sor of Old Testament study at the University of Amsterdam, M.A.
Beek, and with his pupils as well as with F.A. Breukelman and his
followers, have convinced him of the importance of a dialogue with
such diverging methods. This study is a contribution to the dialogue
and intends to have a bridge-function.
The main controversy between these new approaches and the tra-
ditional historical-critical view relates to the conception of history
and the view on the history and structure of the text. The controversy
is in fact a matter of method. That is why the present study concen-
trates on the discussion of method in order to attain methodological-
ly and hermeneutically to an adequate understanding of biblical
texts.
The first chapter brings a description of the exegetical principles
constituting the Amsterdam approach. In a brief exposd the author
gives an outline of the views of M.A. Beek who has not only expres-
sed serious doubts with regard to the premises and the results of the
literary-critical, formgeschicht liche and traditionsgeschicht lic he ana-
lysis of the text, but has also shown a new way for exegesis. On the
*With thanks to C.J. Labuschagne, Groningen.
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one hand this new way links up with a trend in modern theories of li-
terature, such as the 'new criticism' and the Werkinterpretation or
I4/erkschule, in which literature is regarded as 'work of art'. On the
other hand it incorporates the ideas of M. Buber and F. Rosenzweig
on 'motif-words' and on the structure of larger literary units. The
combination of these lines of thought from modern theories of litera-
ture and from Jewish scholarship and their integration into biblical
studies is an important hermeneutical objective of the Amsterdam
tradition. This objective is illustrated in a pr6cis (with well-documen-
ted, annotated notes) of the work and ideas of Beek's pupils, A.G.
van Daalen, G.H. Cohn and K.A. Deurloo, with special reference to
the influence of K.H. Miskotte.
In the second chapter the wider setting of the Amsterdam tradition
is explored. The analysis starts with a discussion, documented with
annotated notes, of three works dealing with general theory of litera-
ture, that of Emil Staiger, the work of R. Wellek and A. Warren and,
more detailed, Wolfgang Kayser's introduction to the theory of lite-
rature. The central idea is the 'immanent interpretation' of texts re-
garded as human artistic products, works of art. In this approach
there is room for some historical research and for investigation into
literary genres, in spite of the 'ergocentric concentration'. The most
important question is whether approaches based upon modern theo-
ries of literature can readily be applied to Old Testament exts, since
it cannot be assumed beforehand that these texts are so constituted
that they have a structural unity, and if they do, to what extent.
The analysis of the wider setting is continued with an annotated ex-
posi of the work of two representatives of Jewish biblical scholar-
ship, Martin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig. [t is demonstrated that in
the 'Buber-Rosenzweig method' the inherent hermeneutical concen-
tration upon the structural unity of smaller and larger literary texts
does not arise from the view of the text as a work of art, but is based
upon a unity of structure dictated by the contents, which can, of
course, not be separated from the artistic form in which it is expres-
sed. Should this method be applied in extremis there arises the danger
of detecting a theological contents in all sorts of stylistic phenomena.
The analysis of the wider setting is concluded with an expos6 of the
work of M. Weiss and of L. Alonso-Schcikel who combine and incor-
porate into their studies insights from modern theories of literature
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and insights stemming from (Jewish and West-European) biblical
scholarship. Weiss presents a clear methodological justification with
regard to modern theories of literature and goes much further than
Buber and Rosenzweig in his style- and structure-analysis, but his
starting-point remains the 'work of art' hypothesis. With regard to
the work of Alonso-Schcikel great appreciation is expressed for his
constructive stance in the dialogue with the traditional historical-cri-
tical approach in biblical scholarship.
Chapter three opens with a brief study of the origin and develop-
ment of the methodological insights in modern historical-critical
scholarship in which a number of approaches have emerged and de-
veloped, though, however, not free from one-sidedness: literary criti-
cism, form- and Gattung criticism, tradition criticism and redaction
criticism. These approaches hould be applied in exegesis in a balan-
ced manner as methodical keys to the understanding of the text. Part
and parcel of this balanced approach is the awareness of both the
depth-dimension of the text and its final form (Letztgestalf). Redac-
tion criticism, dealing with the development of the text as a layered
process towards its final form, offers the best prospects for such a
synthesis. One should not get stuck in the depth-dimension, but has
to pay due attention to the final form of the text.
An exposd of W. Richter's work, Exegese als Literoturwissen-
schaft, as an attempt to correct and to integrate the various approa-
ches into a structuralistically orientated frame, is followed by a dis-
cussion of the confrontation of the two fundamentally different ap-
proaches. The final conclusion that can be drawn from a comparison
of these approaches is that the 'a-historical' approach of the 'style-
and structure' method of analysis does not do justice to the specific
character of Old Testament literature. Therefore we have to persist
in emphasizing the significance of historical questions and the study
of the history of the text as fundamentally important for the under-
standing of this literature.
Since the main body of this dissertation was written several years
before its conclusion, the author concludes his book with a series of
supplementary remarks to 'up-date' the discussion and, seeing its
theoretical character, to illustrate the arguments with concrete exam-
ples. The supplementary information starts with a discussion of the
work of K.A.D. Smelik which is the most 'historical-critical' elabo-
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ration of Beek's line of thought. This is followed by a brief exposd of
the later work of K.A. Deurloo, the 'ambassador' of the Amsterdam
exegetical tradition, who emphasizes the importance of 'tradition
history' especially in his study of the 'midrash-genre' and its signifi-
cance for our understanding of the history of biblical texts. As to the
influence of certain trends in modern theories of literature on the
Amsterdam tradition (e.g. structuralism), the conclusion can be
drawn that there are indeed some common aspects, but this influence
has been indirect rather than direct.
In order to illustrate the theological-hermeneutical development
the author discusses the work of F.H. Breukelman who has been in-
fluenced very strongly by Buber, Barth and Miskotte. Breukelman
cannot be regarded as a 'structuralist' and his biblical-theological
work has a much less 'massive' and a much more differentiated cha-
racter than would be surmised in the light of the rejection he encoun-
tered from certain academic circles.
The impact of the Amsterdam tradition on Dutch church life is sig-
nificant: there have been strong resonances in the liturgical circle of
the Prof. Dr. G. van der Leeuw-stichting; as a result of the inspira-
tion of the Amsterdam tradition a broad stream of homiletical, litur-
gical and catechetical literature intended for use in the church has
emanated from the pens of a considerable number of authors; last
but not least it has inspired and stamped the bible translation work
undertaken by the Societas Hebraica Amstelodamensis. A clear sche-
matic survey of this influence is presented by means of a chart sho-
wing the various interrelated lines that represent what is also known
as the 'Amsterdam School'.
In conclusion some recent developments in the historical-critical
biblical scholarship are discussed: on the one hand the growing
doubts and misgivings about the solution of problems (e.9. that of
the Pentateuch) in the traditional paradigms and on the other hand
the increasing interest in redaction criticism. In the meantime this has
elicited a discussion between the historical-critical methods and other
approaches
The supplementary information is completed with an extensive,
briefly annotated, complementary bibliography of mainly Dutch
scholars.
In order to substantiate the theoretical part of the book a number
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of examples are given of the application of the diverging methods.
Psalm 23 was chosen to il lustrate the two types of exegesis: N.A. van
Uchelen's studies and exposition of the psalm represent the Amster-
dam tradition while the exegetical remarks by the author represent
the position of the modern evolutionary historical-critical approach.
The book is concluded with a brief summary of the state of affairs
in the Netherlands: there remains a serious difference of opinion be-
tween the two methods of approach, but a dialogue has started and
there seems to be a basis for mutual understanding in the recent evo-
lution of historical criticism in the direction of redaction criticism. In
order to further the discussion a number of objections against the
Amsterdam tradition are put forward for consideration: the tenden-
cy towards a timeless conception in the view on the scriptures; the
danger of an ultrasubjective interpretation; the trend to regard the
Hebrew language itself as a vehicle of revelation; the clinging to a
'horizontal' view of Scripture and the danger of a 'docetic' trait in
the theological view of history when a term such as 'unhistoric histo-
ry' is used.
From an exegetical-methodical point of view the emphasis ought
to be on the structural analysis of the text produced by the final re-
daction, but this should be carried out within the frame-work of, and
controlled by, historical criticism, which regulates the questions with
regard to the text as tradition. Scholars ought to be constantly aware
of the fact that the 'given' text is an 'evolved' text. From a theologi-
cal-hermeneutical point of view a hermeneutic ought to be developed
for regulating the approach to historical texts. The best way to detect
the historiccl course of the knowledge of the divine in biblical times is
through historical-critical exegesis which has not arisen from a re-
pristinating historism, but has sprung from a deep sense of the histo-
rical dynamism active in the genesis of ancient texts.
l2l
